After fires swept through the lower Blue Mountains of NSW in October 2013 and destroyed over 200 homes, a research project was initiated and titled 'Community Connections: Vulnerability and Resilience within the Blue Mountains'. Reported in this article are the results of eight in-depth interviews conducted with local community leaders. They were asked to reflect on their leadership experiences before, during and after the fires. The research clearly demonstrates that prior to the fires there were no formal connections between local emergency services and local community organisations. Each had limited knowledge of the other in terms of skills, capacities, scope and available resources. This article will elaborate on the lessons learned by the community leaders interviewed. Just as collaborative bonds were finally being formed and combined initiatives had begun to bear solid results -reflected in higher levels of householder disaster preparedness, recovery funding ran out. This article highlights the lessons learned, and includes the importance of maintaining a formalised and continuous connection between emergency services and community organisations. The research recommends that disaster preparedness be embraced as a part of 'core business' by community organisations, and that multi-stakeholder connections be forged and strengthened through collaborative community engagement initiatives at the level of local disaster planning and preparation. Both recommendations contribute to the paradigm shift anticipated by Australia's 'National Strategy for Disaster Resilience'.
CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND
The Blue Mountains are in NSW, Australia, a two-hour drive west of Sydney. The Blue Mountains Local Government Area (LGA) is surrounded by World Heritage dense national park and has a unique geography of 27 settlements along a 100 km ribbon development stretching across the top of a mountain ridge. The population of 80,000 residents has a predominantly older demographic. There is a greater proportion of workers, aged over 50 years and of post-retirement age, than that of Greater Sydney [1] . Home to stunning surrounds and distinctive landscapes, many tourists and Australians alike make day and overnight visits to the region [2] .
Due to the unique location of the Blue Mountains, many members of the local community, in particular older, vulnerable and at risk residents, face specific challenges in a disaster. These challenges include road closures, the halt of public transport and power outages, usually as a result of bushfire or severe storms. This article stems from a larger research endeavour, Community Connections: Vulnerability & Resilience in the Blue Mountains [3] . The overarching aim of the Community Connections research was to determine the social support and networks of the most vulnerable in the Blue Mountains community and thus inform strategies to increase overall community resilience. The Community Connections research highlights the importance of maintaining connections between services and the importance of shared responsibility to support vulnerable residents, both in day to day life as well as in situations of natural disaster or local emergency.
Each year, many communities around Australia are impacted by a range of natural hazards, including bushfire, floods and severe storm. To mitigate the effects of these situations and to enable appropriate and timely response for affected communities the Federal Government enacted the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience (NSDR [4] ), which recognises that 'disaster resilience is a shared responsibility for individuals, households, businesses and communities, as well as governments' (p. ii). Importantly, in the NSDR the community and the not-for-profit sector are recognised, for the first time, as having a role in emergency management activities involving planning, response and recovery from disasters. In October 2013, three fires proved to be a watershed experience for local Blue Mountains emergency services and community organisations alike. The three fires, the State Mine Fire, the Mount York Rd Fire and the Linksview Road Fire, burnt out over 65,000 hectares (160,000 acres), destroying and damaging over 300 homes and directly impacting local schools, businesses and other services. Despite the edict of the NSDR and the frequent threat and occasional fire, the local community found itself relatively unprepared for the scale and devastation of this event. In the following section the events of the October 2013 fires are summarised.
The October 2013 fires
On Wednesday, 16th October 2013, a military exercise sparked the State Mine Fire, which rapidly escalated into a threat for Upper Mountains residents. Due to the danger of explosives and the 'no fly zone' in the air space above the army base, the fire spread quickly into rugged, inaccessible land destroying 5 houses and over 55,000 hectares of bushland [5] . The following day, the Mount York Rd Fire started in the Mount Victoria area. Despite being initially contained, the fire crossed containment lines and destroyed ten houses along with other structures and vehicles [5] . A short time later on the same day a third fire commenced in Springwood, a densely populated lower mountains residential area. Called the Linksview Road Fire, it was sparked by strong winds which caused a rotting tree to fall onto powerlines [6] . The Linksview Road Fire quickly spread through the villages of Springwood, Winmalee and Yellow Rock, destroying 193 houses and causing damage to many more in a few short hours. The size, scale and speed of the fires caught local communities completely off-guard. Many residents of the Linksview Road Fire relocated to designated evacuation centres. Others chose, or in many circumstances were not able, to leave and instead stayed and defended property. Local schools were either evacuated or went into lock down [4, 7] .
Throughout the following week the fires continued to cause significant destruction, with firefighters trying a range of techniques to control the blazes. Community meetings were held throughout the region during this time and were attended by many local residents. By October 20th the NSW Premier, Barry O'Farrell, had declared a state of emergency [8] . Making this declaration provided emergency services with powers to demolish burned buildings and to evict community members from their homes for their own safety. On Wednesday, 23rd October, intensified weather conditions led to the Minister for Emergency Services, Mike Gallagher, advising 'residents who did not have a bushfire survival plan' to leave the Blue Mountains [9] . On this day, all Blue Mountains schools were closed so that families could stay together [10] . Though no loss of life was suffered, the fires had a devastating impact on the local region with significant loss and damage to property. In addition to the large insurance bill, the Insurance Council of Australia has estimated total insurance losses to be in excess of $180 million [11] . While a majority of affected residents were insured, a significant proportion did not have an insurance policy that adequately covered the rebuilding of property and replacement of contents [12] . The contamination of asbestos further added to the disaster, with many home owners and members of the public refused access to their destroyed homes [7] . Additionally, the fires had a devastating impact on the local tourism sector. Despite prominent tourist sites such as the Three Sisters not being impacted, a downturn in visitors in the weeks and months following the fires cost the local economy over $100 million [13].
The recovery process
The work that was undertaken in the immediate response and recovery phase in the Blue Mountains brought together two sectors, the emergency management sector and the community services sector, which prior to this time had very little awareness or understanding of one another. Despite the frequent threat and occasional fire, the community services sector was significantly underprepared for emergencies with little or no knowledge of emergency manuals, plans or evacuation. The community services sector was not represented on the Local Emergency Management Committee, and most people were unaware that it even existed. Similarly, the local emergency services sector was unfamiliar with the activities and services provided by local community services, and, in particular, their connections with vulnerable individuals and their needs. Thus, while there was the odd connection between local emergency and community services, it was limited and informal.
The lack of knowledge and understanding that the emergency and community services had of each other resulted in a discordant recovery process in the Blue Mountains and a rather steep learning curve for both sectors, which found common ground in the establishment of the Blue Mountains Resilience and Preparedness Working Group.
In the following sections we provide a contextual background to the local community and emergency services in Australia. The section culminates in a summary of the potential difficulties faced when connecting these two sectors.
Local community services in Australia
The rise of local community service organisations, otherwise known as neighbourhood or community centres and neighbourhood or community houses, can be traced to the 1960s and 1970s. The emergence of these organisations was influenced by various movements including the rise of community development, second wave feminism and other social reforms [14] [15] [16] [17] . Prior to the 1970s, most social services, along with health and recreational amenities, were provided by faith-based or benevolent organisations [14, 15] . Rooney highlights the difference between local community services and previous service models. Compared to the altruistic services provided by benevolent/faith-based institutions, local community organisations were run and managed in their community, embraced community development and self-determination and aimed for social justice [15] . Today, local community organisations continue to espouse similar goals and principles. Peak bodies, such as the Local Community Service Association [18] and the Australian Neighbourhood Houses and Centres Association [16] , identify values and practices common to all local community services to include social inclusion, community development, local participation, community management, operating from the bottom up or at grassroots level, and supporting the most disadvantaged and socially isolated community members. Izmar, et al. [19] argue that these organisations are a crucial part of the social infrastructure of a local community and that these services can meaningfully support community members as 'centres that can be quickly mobilized, expanded or readjusted to respond to local needs, emerging issues, or opportunities' (p. 6).
Another feature of many local community organisations is the limited sources of income they have to deliver services and support. In a survey of member organisations, ANCHA [16] identified that nearly 60% of Neighbourhood Centres had an annual income of less than $250,000 and 52% do not employ any fulltime staff. In line with many other non-profit institutions, most of the funding for local community organisations comes from government sources [20] . The process through which organisations receive funding has changed substantially since local community organisations commenced operating, a transition that is illustrated by Lyons [14] typology of funding relationships. The 'Competitive Tendering' model [14] , whereby Governments set strict standards and organisations compete for short term contracts to deliver services, is now the situation faced by local community organisations. It has been widely acknowledged that these often haphazard and competitive funding arrangements present significant difficulties for organisations to continue to meet the needs of local communities [21, 22] .
Local emergency services in Australia
In order to highlight the issues raised when connecting the local emergency services and community organisations, we briefly touch on the formal origins of emergency management within Australia. This is important because the federally mandated emergency management arrangements in Australia have a flow-on effect right down to the grass roots level of an individual Local Government Area and the various communities within.
Emergency management originates from civil defence strategies and practices established during World War II and the Cold War [23] . [28] , have highlighted various issues relating to shared responsibility and community sector participation in emergency management. In various local emergency service programmes and survival brochures, community members are encouraged to consider how they would survive without the availability of power, water, food or transport for an extended length of time. In the Blue Mountains prior to October 2013 there was plenty of information available, however there were no outreach programmes or systematic approaches to dissemination or education in the form of accessible programmes for vulnerable or at risk residents. This was the situation before the Linksview Road Fire of 2013, as there were no formal connections between the community and emergency services in the Blue Mountains Local Government Area.
When the two sectors meet
In the light of the literature, we examine the potential difficulties faced when connecting the local community and emergency services in any kind of meaningful way.
1.5.1 Reconceptualising the role of emergency services within the community Emergency management activities across Australia are not always consistent and there are still many areas for improvement [29, 30] . One area for improvement lies with continuing to encourage the paradigm shift from a focus on the emergency services as 'rescuers' and residents as passively waiting to be 'rescued', towards embracing the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience [4] focus on 'shared responsibility'. This paradigm shift is massive and ongoing as, with its paramilitary origins, emergency services operate within a hierarchical model which is at odds with the participatory action model of the community sector, where community engagement depends upon a collegial approach to decision-making.
Command and control meets collaboration
Morphing from the rigid structure of command and control to become inclusive of community engagement and equally valuing Non-Government Organisation (NGO) participation in local levels of disaster planning, prevention, response and recovery, is challenging for emergency service organisations, be they career based or volunteer based. The emergency services engagement with community should be taken seriously, as Sewell [31] comments, 'I believe we have moved into a very dangerous place when "consultation" is used as a disguise rather than a genuine interest in engaging the needs of any community, particularly when the outcomes are potentially fatal'. The future safety of many Australian communities relies on a paradigm shift involving societal change. Where possible, each person and household must take responsibility for their own safety and protection in the event of natural disaster.
Communication and information sharing
In large-scale emergency response, and, indeed, any emergency response, the dissemination, use and management of information is particularly important. It has been found, for example, that information sharing is easiest when people have received the same information, are in close proximity to each other and have insight into other people's needs [32] . Even as largescale emergency management shifts from rigid hierarchies to more flexible, decentralised management, the central concern remains the reduction of uncertainty [33] . Not only does such a focus result in rather self-evident conclusions (that improved communication improves information quality, for example), but it also fails to address the reality of decision-making in these contexts. Although more information would improve emergency responses, such a focus denies the way decisions in emergency response will almost always involve uncertainty, fragmented knowledge and prompt responses to this (often incomplete) information. In a discussion on structural reform in emergency situations [34] , touched on this tension between information control and uncertainty, finding that there is a perceived need for tight, formal and hierarchical structuring of decisions as well as for prompt, often informal and improvised, action. A complete reduction of uncertainty is, in such a field, impossible and so simply asserting that more accurate information would help better decision-making may have limited utility. In order to provide real improvements, emergency management must address how better decisions can be made with this uncertainty.
RESEARCH DESIGN
The Community Connections research was conducted through a partnership between Charles Sturt University, Blue Mountains City Council, and two neighbourhood centres. Ethical approval was provided by Charles Sturt University in May 2014. The project employed a participatory action framework, facilitated by the community connections of the organisations involved [35] . The involvement of the local council and neighbourhood centres at all levels of the research process meant that the Charles Sturt University researchers could attend meetings relating to the disaster recovery process. The authors' participation as researchers in the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group was pivotal to data collection. Not only did it allow participant observation and connections with community and emergency service leaders, it also provided a vehicle to test ideas and theory formation. The Working Group is a focal mechanism for bringing the emergency sector, welfare sector, local council and community sector together to grapple with and strategically approach managing issues around disaster and emergency planning and preparedness.
A qualitative approach to data analysis was employed. Interviews and focus groups with a total of 31 recordings were subsequently transcribed. Data analysis included the manual coding of individual transcripts and key word queries entered into NVivo 10. The findings related to vulnerable people in emergency are already reported [3] . This article concentrates on the connections between local community leaders, representing various community and emergency services, before, during and after the fires, although the focus of their conversation was recovery post the October 2013 fires. There were eight interviews with community leaders based on semi-structured and open-ended discussion starters. The interviews sought information regarding organisational community involvement prior to and after the fires, sources of information and community connections with other organisations, dealing with traumatised people (both their own workers and the community they serve) and their own personal well-being coping strategies.
Two holistic themes emerged and to reflect the complexity of the information and not reduce codes to the state of being disembodied and separated we pursued a coding approach that would reflect the integrated narrative without losing the cohesion between parts [36] . The two major themes to emerge from the data analysis revolve around community and emergency services being integrated in their activities, and continuous in their associations. A third theme, being responsive to the communities they serve, is not reported in this article; this theme encompasses the response and integration of community feedback.
FINDINGS
The findings weave around two key themes that emerged from the interviews with key community leaders engaged in the recovery process and our participant observation as members of the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group. We offer our findings to provide other like-minded communities a platform to envisage the application of the lessons learned to their unique locations and communities.
Integrated approach
Prior to the October 2013 fires in the Blue Mountains, the role of community organisations in strengthening community resilience for vulnerable people in daily living situations was undervalued and relatively unacknowledged by the local emergency services. Likewise, disaster management was a foreign concept to local community organisations, who had limited knowledge of the local emergency management planning structure and policy.
Service connections
It is clear that those community leaders with direct connection to the community through the delivery of various programmes and services to vulnerable individuals had a first-hand experience of the fires -they were out there amongst the action getting their hands dirty. Their role was pivotal in protecting the safety of vulnerable people such as school children and those connected with community organisations, such as Neighbourhood Centres. Their lack of inclusion or representation in the planning and preparation phases, which had been regularly undertaken by the Local Emergency Management Committee, was very noticeable.
Disconnected from the formal emergency service response, they acted alone and unprepared and as best as they could. When asked if they thought they should be included in a common response focussed on their community connections with vulnerable people as a rationale, they all agreed in the affirmative with one participant stating, 'Because it's community organisations who are in touch, day to day, with real people in the most vulnerable or disadvantaged positions on the ground' (NK p. 3).
As in many other work settings, networking, collective approaches and strong partnerships are highly prized within the community sector. 'If you look at the community sector in the Blue Mountains, which is a very robust and vibrant sector, we have a peak body…so that means that we actually have interaction in all of the inter-agencies' (HK). None of the participants from the emergency services were aware of the community inter-agency activities prior to the October 2013 fires. Peak bodies are key to disseminating information.
Decision-making strategies
How decisions were made proved a very interesting discussion point. Within the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group it was apparent that the community sector was acclimatised to the time taken to reach a general consensus through collaborative discussion, while personnel from the emergency services appeared to find the collaborative process almost torturous. It was clear that collaborative decision-making versus hierarchical command and control was initially an unspoken obstacle to progress a decision. The difference in organisational priorities was also an initial point of variance, as initially each representative clung to their organisational mission goals of either Prepare, Respond and Recovery or priorities of community sharing and caring for vulnerable people. It was at least a year before a combined vision for the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group emerged, reflecting the blurred boundaries, concessions, compromises and new points of recently gained common ground.
Personal well-being and self-care
We asked community leaders about the strategies they employed to nurture their own personal recovery and dealing with their own difficult emotions. We also asked if, with the benefit of hindsight, what strategies or advice concerning personal self-care they would give to another community leader facing a similar situation.
In relation to the recovery period, we found that leaders talked about pressures experienced due to:
• Time, due to an increase in workload and resultant emotional and physical effects • Permissions, policy and red tape • Dealing with staff issues as well as client group issues • Reduced capacity of individuals, and the organisation as a whole, to cope. Some leaders found themselves dealing with uncertainty at work and then coping with their own family trauma and disruption. Driving past the destruction and devastation each day on the way to work, spending the day with the victims, and then driving home through burnt out streets, all of which they found constantly traumatising.
The pivotal role of neighbourhood centres
The pivotal role of neighbourhood centres in the Australian context was introduced in a broad sense within the literature review. Every neighbourhood centre is a community hub and the overarching requirement of neighbourhood centres is to build the capacity of the socially and financially disadvantaged and thus to enhance the capacity of the community.
Each neighbourhood centre has a geographical location that it serves. The interview participants fleshed out this role with details of their activities and all agreed that, 'our strongest focus is on the vulnerable and isolated frail aged and we've got some very vulnerable young, single parents' (HK p. 6).
The purpose of a Neighbourhood Centre was described by one participant:
Information and referral is one of the core purposes of neighbourhood centres, so it is to link community. We focus particularly on the socially and financially disadvantaged by linking them to one another, linking them to social inclusion opportunity, linking them to information that they might require and to other appropriate services for them to meet their needs and function as a meaningful independent member of a connected community. (HK p. 2) There are six neighbourhood centres in the Blue Mountains. In New South Wales they are core funded by the Department of Family and Community Services. The funding is grant based, 'We're a nongovernment, notforprofit charity, or an incorporated association, but we have charitable and deductable gift recipient status, as do all of the neighbourhood centres in the Blue Mountains' (QT).
The findings demonstrate that the Neighbourhood Centres in the Blue Mountains are particularly well organised and proactive in their communities, as evidenced by the diversity of programs and services they support and the funding they win. Some of the services they are offer include:
• Home and Community Care Program, which is a programme that offers domestic assistance and transport
• Volunteer Home Visitors Service, matches a volunteer to a person in their home, to maintain their social connection and social inclusion, and enhance their connection with their community
• Community Visitors Scheme, which is a very similar scheme to the Volunteer Home Visitors Scheme, where it matches a volunteer to a client in a residential agedcare facility.
• Registered provider of childcare under the national quality standards and framework Local grassroots community organisations, such as Neighbourhood Centres, had no formal avenues of contact, connection or links with emergency services. It could be said that there was a perception from both sides, community sector and emergency services, that there was little relevance for either sector connecting plus historical precedents around differing core business. (HK)
With this realisation, the community services within the Blue Mountains are now endeavouring to incorporate disaster preparedness activities into their core business. They understand this as a part of their mandate to build resilient and sustainable individuals and communities, and now regard delivering disaster preparedness programmes as part of their community capacity building core business, not simply an 'add-on' activity.
Continuous approach
Continuity was seen by all leaders interviewed as key to building a resilient community. Continuity issues were being felt quite acutely at the time of interviewing, as recovery funding was coming to an end. After two years, various roles were being deleted and people with intimate, current experience of the recovery process were facing the prospect of unemployment. The loss of knowledge in the forms of 'lessons learned' was being sadly anticipated.
Collaborative approach to funding individual organisations
Resourcing is a constant issue for many community endeavours. Within Australia, complex systems and organisations are being forced, in the new economic arena, to compete for funding. In the struggle to retain local community services, and thus essential support for people and programs, the most viable approach is to collaborate and generate a collegial approach through engaging in formal partnerships to effect sustainable change. As one community organisation manager explained:
We're going to have to competitively tender for what's historically been our normal block funding, so what that actually means is, who knows whether all of the neighbourhood centres will remain funded, who knows what services will remain funded, because we're all going to have to compete. (HK p. 10)
As a result of this situation a number of neighbourhood centres have joined forces to enter one large funding application as a consortium. This kind of collaboration will hopefully secure the continuation of local community services. All interviewed leaders felt that the structural integrity of the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group would be damaged without representation from emergency services.
Organisational commitment
With most of the recovery activities completed or preparing to wind up in 2016, the traditional phases of emergency management came under scrutiny. A new perspective of recovery and preparedness emerged, which envisaged an integrated approach to building resilience in daily life as complementary to building resilience for disaster. In addition, the concept of recovery as an endpoint was challenged. Speaking from their experience of the 2013 fires, participants spoke about recovery as something permanently evolving with the ever-changing shape and nature of the community. There was, therefore, a recognition that although the actual activities of the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group may continue and membership may become tenuous due to less funding and organisational commitment of time and resources, it would nevertheless continue to meet and plan collaborative programmes and strategise for the future stability of the community in the face of potential disaster. All participant leaders agreed that not only does the Resilience and Preparedness Working Group need to develop collaborative approaches to funding, time and planned activities, but also that individual organisations need to commit funding, time and resources to support their representatives to attend. All leaders interviewed said that the unique partnership between emergency services, community services and other organisations formed to deliver preparedness programmes in the community, should continue to be developed and supported by local council, participating organisations and other relevant agencies in the future.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Since the 2013 Blue Mountains fires there is a growing appreciation of the connection between emergency and community services. The value of this connection as a resilience-builder in daily living needs to be recognised, as the current climate of rather short contracts and funding limited to recovery processes with an 'end date' fails to recognise the integrated nature of such connections in building resilience during daily living and the flow-on effect into disaster resilience.
The research made a number of recommendations (Redshaw et al., 2015) that have been generalised here for wider application.
Recommendation 1: Maintain key connections Council, emergency services, and local community services, continue to network and partner in ways that recognise and utilise the capability of each organisation within the community, through adopting strategies that promote a paradigm shift from a top-down approach to emergency planning, response and recovery to being inclusive of the community at every level. This would be evidenced through a re-visioning of the community as active agents in the emergency management process through:
• A genuine integration of local community service providers into all levels of disaster management processes • Resourcing of both emergency and community services to undertake a combined and united approach to community engagement and education around readiness and preparedness in high fire season, when the messages most resonate with the community.
Recommendation 2: Shared responsibility
To promote a shared understanding of the responsibility we each have towards ourselves, our neighbours and our community we need to:
• Clarify roles and responsibilities of all residents and services during periods of natural disaster and emergency
• Reframe the current thinking around individual responsibility for preparedness and readiness, to ensure that those who are unable to implement plans or engage in such activities are supported by neighbours and, when appropriate, the service system
• Involve community groups and individuals in local risk assessment • Use various community development strategies to ensure household awareness and generate a sense of shared responsibility within neighbourhoods
• Identify and develop community leaders who can be supported to develop awareness and promote participation by residents
• Provide information, training and education to community members in local neighbourhoods regarding how to support their vulnerable neighbours
• Address the issue of transport for the more vulnerable and isolated within the community, especially in relation to emergency meetings and evacuations.
Finally, we need to reconceptualise disaster preparedness, response and recovery from something 'done' to the community, to something the community expects to be involved in and be a part of. Disaster is woven into the warp and weft of the community fabric: the scars, the memories, the memorials and the evidence of burned houses, blackened landscapes and empty cleared blocks. Natural disaster is almost inevitable and therefore should not be unexpected. The subtle paradigm shift we are advocating is a shift to an expectation of natural disaster occurring at some time, and for this to be reflected in the ethos of building community resilience and sustainability.
